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The ancient Greeks knew a thing or two about the human condition. We encounter 

their legacy in continuing lively images: Pandora’s box, Promethean folly, the Midas 

touch, to name but three. Yet another of the more significant mythological stories well 

known to us is that of Narcissus, which must surely be the defining story of our day. 

Recall the details. Narcissus is a hunter renowned for his beauty. The god Nemesis 

(note the warning of the name!) attracted Narcissus to a pool where on seeing his 

reflection, he fell in love with it, not realising that it was merely an image. Unable to 

leave the beauty of his reflection, Narcissus died. 

***** 

Could there be a more telling description of contemporary Western culture? – a 

fixation on the self, whether positive in the quest for the body beautiful like Narcissus, 

or negatively in the now increasingly alarming vacuum of any confirming assurance of 

being anything but self-created. How else to understand the relentless graffiti tag, the 

confronting tattooist’s ink drill, the incriminating ‘selfie, the banal Facebook, to name 

but some? Uncertainty about image is everywhere. But not in two texts before us this 

morning: 

‘Then God said: “Let us make humankind after our own image….” ’ 

(Genesis1:26) 

and 

‘He is the image of the invisible God …’  

(Colossians 1:15) 

So not only the ancient Greeks, but here the equally ancient Hebrews and the earliest 

Christians know even better about the power of the image. So much so that it became 

necessary for them to speak of humans being fashioned after the very image of God. 

Here image and God go together redemptively, but we ought not to forget that 

according to the second commandment they equally are together prohibitively: ‘You 

shall not make for yourself any graven image’. But here, today at least, all is positive. 

The point is that the invitation to understand being fashioned after the image of God is 

not one of speculation, whether of anatomy or psychology, but rather that of location, 

specifically, learning to be creatures of a creator. 

We know about this primacy of context. If I were to ask: Who are you? You are not 

likely to reply “I am an introvert weighing 70 kilograms”. No. You will say “My name 

is …, I live in …, and I work, or once worked, at …”  



 

In other words, we identify ourselves not by reference to some structure, but by our 

relations, since it is in relationship that we understand ourselves. It is the personal 

context that is revealing, so that sometimes we find ourselves saying: “So and so 

makes me feel inconsequential,” or, “I did not know what life could be like until I met 

…” 

So it is with God, especially so. Here our worth is grounded, not in our attributes – 

whether they be many or few – but only in our status in the eyes of God. Which means 

– God being who he is – in the love of God. 

***** 

This loved, creaturely, universal image is, of course, an insight of crucial importance 

for the flourishing of democracy, and equally of its waning, as the current political and 

economic scene so effectively demonstrates. The point is that our worth to one 

another, and to God, is always about the character of this truthful image, or it will 

ultimately be destructive. 

***** 

Which brings us to our second text: ‘He (the risen crucified One), is the image of the 

invisible God’.  

We have this confession before us on Trinity Sunday, a relational text par excellence 

for this relational Sunday of all Sundays. But now the universal ‘image’ of the human 

in creation has become a particular ‘icon’, even as it is at the same time potentially 

universal. How depressing then is it to have to endure that what was once the beautiful 

Greek word eikon is a word now prostituted on every hand – footballers, buildings, 

motor cars, battlefields, you name it – all iconic! 

Now it’s not for me when we have real experts in iconography amongst us to presume 

to plumb the depths of the icon, except to say – what I hope is true – namely, that icons 

are to be looked through, not looked at. So it is here. The risen crucified One exists as 

the very eikon of God, such that as this icon, our side of his death, he is to be ‘looked 

through’ as the means of gaining access to the invisible God.  

***** 

With this we are on the threshold of understanding how the early Church felt 

compelled to arrive at the understanding of God as Trinity. And yet, it may seem at 

first sight that our text is not up to this threefold job, for it speaks apparently only of 

two entities: of the eikon, the Son, and of the ‘invisible God’, the Father. A ‘binity’ not 

a trinity, it seems. Where is the Spirit?, we understandably might ask. 

The answer is: the Spirit is present in the little word “is”: ‘He “is” the eikon of the 

invisible God’. Here in the verb “to be” is the Spirit to be found.  

We usually get the grammar of God quite wrong, which is why atheism is having such 

a field day around us. What have we done wrong? We, that is to say the long tradition 

of Western culture, have turned God into a noun, forgetting that the proper name for 

God is a verb. After all, the most important name which the Hebrews felt compelled to 

call the One who delivered them out of slavery and into the freedom of the promised 

land is the name of a verb: “I will be there as I will be there” (Exodus 3:14). That is to 

say, God’s being is in becoming. The name of God is a verb, and what’s more a verb 

orientated to the future not the past. 



 

Let me assure you: it is very difficult to be more radical than the Old Testament! And 

the New Testament happily concurs. So in the Book of Revelation, the description of 

the God of the gospel is the One who is a verb: “who is, who was and who is to come”. 

Or according to the gospel of John, Jesus’ preferred name for God is “the One who 

sent me”. Everywhere we find verbs, not nouns.  

***** 

The conclusion then is inescapable. We need to learn to love verbs rather than nouns! 

Well maybe, but a perceptive hearer might object: What about ‘Father’ and ‘Son’? But 

yes – even here – there lurks the verb. For the truth is that Father and Son are relational 

words, not gender descriptions, despite the incredulity that greets such a claim on the 

part of the uninitiated. 

***** 

This is certainly the case at our human level: a male parent has to earn the anticipatory 

title of Father, just as the female parent has to earn the recognition of Mother. In the 

same way, a male child has to appropriate the proper legacy of sonship, as does the 

female child that of daughterliness. And all do this by mutual actions, by verbs, by 

relating. 

The Spirit, then, is the action of God – a reciprocal being ‘each for the Other’, here the 

other being that of the eikon of the invisible God – which, incidentally, is why we 

confess in the Creed that Jesus is conceived by the Spirit. That has to be the case since 

what more profound originating action could there be than conception? 

But this is simply to say in other words how it is that the ‘Other’ is at the same time 

our own iconic status – that of knowing ourselves to be conceived creatures, living out 

the gift of the Creator in covenantal partnership by virtue of the self-same Spirit. For 

we too in our baptism are ‘born of the Spirit’ 

So powerful was this recognition of the verbal reality of the Spirit that very soon it 

became necessary to understand this power to be of the same personal character as that 

of the Father and the Son. For the fundamental axiom of the true God is this: that God 

‘is what God does and does who God is’. 

***** 

So the word to all those who have a problem with understanding God as Trinity is this: 

hold to this foundational text: ‘He is the eikon, the image, of the invisible God’.  

For the fact is that our culture is now a battle ground of icons, which is why the 

question posed by Trinity Sunday is as simple as this: Narcissus or Christ? 

This is why the gospel today must be heard to make its continuing universal offer for 

our age. Over against an ever-present, all encompassing, relentlessly self-absorbed 

Narcissus, an alternative option emerges: 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations baptising them in the name 

(of the true Icon) of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” 

 – to whom be all praise and thanksgiving, now and forever.  

*** 


